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Assistance from Education Could Help 
States Better Measure Progress of 
Students with Limited English Proficiency 

In the 2003-2004 school year, state data showed that the percentage of 
students with limited English proficiency scoring proficient on a state’s 
language arts and mathematics tests was lower than the state’s annual 
progress goals in nearly two-thirds of the 48 states for which we obtained 
data. Further, our review of data 49 states submitted to Education showed 
that in most states, these students generally did not perform as well as other 
student groups on state mathematics tests. Factors other than student 
knowledge, such as how a state establishes its annual progress goals, can 
influence whether states meet their goals. 
 
For their academic assessments, officials in our five study states reported 
taking steps to follow generally accepted test development procedures and 
to ensure the validity and reliability of these tests for students with limited 
English proficiency, such as reviewing test questions for bias. However, our 
group of experts expressed concerns about whether all states are assessing 
these students in a valid manner, noting that some states lack the resources 
and technical expertise to take appropriate steps to ensure the validity of 
tests for these students. Further, Education’s peer reviews of assessments in 
38 states found that 25 states did not provide adequate evidence to ensure 
the validity or reliability of academic test results for these students. To 
improve the validity of these test results, most states offer accommodations, 
such as a bilingual dictionary. However, our experts reported that research 
is lacking on what accommodations are effective in mitigating language 
barriers. A minority of states used native language or alternate assessments 
for students with limited English proficiency, but these tests are costly to 
develop and are not appropriate for all students. 
 
Many states are implementing new English language proficiency 
assessments in 2006 to meet NCLBA requirements; as a result, complete 
information on their validity and reliability is not yet available. In 2006, 22 
states used tests developed by one of four state consortia. Consortia and 
state officials reported taking steps to ensure the validity of these tests, such 
as conducting field tests. A 2005 Education-funded technical review of 
available documentation for 17 English language proficiency tests found 
insufficient documentation of the validity of these assessments’ results. 
 
Education has offered a variety of technical assistance to help states assess 
students with limited English proficiency, such as peer reviews of states’ 
academic assessments. However, Education has issued little written 
guidance to states on developing English language proficiency tests.  
Officials in one-third of the 33 states we visited or directly contacted told us 
they wanted more guidance about how to develop tests that meet NCLBA 
requirements. Education has offered states some flexibility in how they 
assess students with limited English proficiency, but officials in our study 
states told us that additional flexibility is needed to ensure that progress 
measures appropriately track the academic progress of these students.   

The No Child Left Behind Act of 
2001 (NCLBA) focused attention on 
the academic achievement of more 
than 5 million students with limited 
English proficiency. Obtaining valid 
test results for these students is 
challenging, given their language 
barriers. This report describes  
(1) the extent to which these 
students are meeting annual 
academic progress goals, (2) what 
states have done to ensure the 
validity of their academic 
assessments, (3) what states are 
doing to ensure the validity of their 
English language proficiency 
assessments, and (4) how the U.S. 
Department of Education 
(Education) is supporting states’ 
efforts to meet NCLBA’s 
assessment requirements for these 
students. To collect this 
information, we convened a group 
of experts and studied five states 
(California, Nebraska, New York, 
North Carolina, and Texas). We 
also conducted a state survey and 
reviewed state and Education 
documents. 

What GAO Recommends  

GAO recommends that the 
Secretary of Education (1) support 
research on accommodations, (2) 
identify and provide technical 
support states need to ensure the 
validity of academic assessments, 
(3) publish additional guidance on 
requirements for assessing English 
language proficiency, and (4) 
explore ways to provide additional 
flexibility for measuring annual 
progress for these students.  
Education generally agreed with 
our recommendations. 

http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-06-815
http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-06-815


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Preserve
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




